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DOMINIK HAFFER, Europa in den Augen Bismarcks: Bismarcks Vor -
stellungen von der Politik der europäischen Mächte und vom europäischen
Staatensystem, Otto-von-Bismarck-Stiftung. Wissenschaftliche Reihe,
16 (Paderborn: Ferdinand Schöningh, 2010), 723 pp. ISBN 978 3 506
76982 4. €68.00

When Gustav Stresemann’s Vermächtnis was published shortly after
the statesman’s death, some of the revelations it contained triggered
a furious debate amongst contemporaries and historians. Did the for-
mer chancellor and foreign minister really deserve his reputation as
a great European? Or had he only ever been a cunning, dissimulating
Machiavelli, who had pursued nothing but Germany’s national inter-
est? For Stresemann’s great predecessor in the Wilhelmstrasse, how-
ever, this question has seemed less controversial. Notwithstanding
the fulsome praise Bismarck’s foreign policy attracted during his life-
time and beyond, few commentators have seen the grand master of
Realpolitik as a champion of the concerns of a wider Europe. In addi-
tion to perusing Bismarck’s Kissinger Diktat of 1877, where the chan-
cellor sketched the ‘ideal image’ of a European constellation in which
Germany would benefit from perpetuating a chronic hostility
amongst the other powers, one could always turn to Was sagt Bis marck
dazu? The well-known aperçus listed under ‘Europe’ in Max Klemm’s
inexhaustible two-volume compendium range from Bismarck’s claim
that he had only ever found the word in the mouths of those seeking
to veil their own self-interest, to his lampooning a European congress
as a ‘convention of the superannuated’, and the chancellor’s admis-
sion that the topic left him as stumped as his wife’s question what he
might like for Christmas. The entries convey, at best, a fairly jaun-
diced view of the subject.

Undeterred by such bleak omens, Dominik Haffer has produced a
hefty tome to throw light on Bismarck’s perception of the European
dimension of international politics, of its ethical, legal, procedural,
and diplomatic aspects, and of the policies pursued and systems
formed by the Great Powers. The author has done a stupendous
amount of work. In addition to combing through a vast body of edit-
ed sources and literature, he has consulted an impressive selection of
unpublished sources in half a dozen archives. While there is no
doubting the solidity of its scholarship and the courage of entering a
field as densely researched as Bismarck’s foreign policy, Europa in den
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Augen Bismarcks is, in many respects, a frustrating and disappointing
book.

A key problem is the uneven fashion in which Haffer’s study cov-
ers its topic. At more than 700 pages the book is certainly long
enough to accommodate the full stretch of the Iron Chancellor’s per-
ception of and reactions to the European system within a truly Pan-
European (or, at least, ‘pan-Pentarchical’) panorama. Sadly, howev-
er, the reader has to make do with only half the story. Two hundred
and seventy-five pages are dedicated to the years before Bismarck’s
appointment as Prussian minister president. The following nine
years up to the conclusion of the Franco-Prussian War take up a fur-
ther 313 pages, which leaves fewer than sixty pages for the nineteen
years of Bismarck’s foreign policy as Reichskanzler. A meagre four-
page section on the Congress of Berlin and the silence on the years
between 1887 and 1890 sit rather incongruously alongside lengthy
passages dedicated to Danube navigation issues (pp. 242–53) or yet
another detailed summary of the origins of the Franco-Prussian War
(pp. 508–30).

Moreover, much of the study consists of a thorough narrative of
known political events and developments. This provides the reader
with an authoritative account of Bismarck’s analyses of and reactions
to numerous important questions that arose between 1848 and 1871.
It would have been preferable, though, to concentrate on the strictly
European and systemic issues at the heart of the question tackled by
the book. Attempts to reform the German Bund, Austria’s policy, the
Prussian Constitutional Conflict, the Polish rising of 1863, the
Zollverein and German liberalism: these and many other topics are
knowledgeably and meticulously explored, but the fabric of Haffer’s
prose is only rarely shot through with the golden thread of a passage
focused on his principal European concern. When this does happen,
as on pp. 402–4, for example, where Bismarck’s suggestion that
Prussia’s international security must be gained not by seeking a
mightier patron but through independent power is discussed, the
text quickly comes to life.

A third imbalance concerns the unstinting attention paid to
German affairs in comparison to the relatively scant consideration
afforded to the non-German powers. Even the 140-page chapter on
‘Germany and Europe before and after the Crimean War’ focuses
overwhelmingly on Prussia, the German Confederation, and, above
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all, Austria. With only three marginal references in this chapter, Lord
Palmerston is barely visible. Nesselrode, Cavour, and Drouyn de
Lhuys do not make it into the main text at all. Whether intended or
not, the unequal treatment of the two halves of Bismarck’s career
before and after 1871 and the German preoccupation of the text make
the statesman who emerges from this study seem a less European
and more narrowly German actor, buried under a mountain of
events and with little time and occasion for systemic musings.

Europa in den Augen Bismarck bears the hallmarks of a German
doctoral thesis: the book does not wear its unquestionable erudition
lightly. It confronts readers with more than 2,300 often very substan-
tial footnotes. Frequently they take up more than half a page and
offer further quotations and additional observations. The prose style,
with its long sentences, cautious qualifications, and occasional glitch-
es, is marked by a similar kind of gravitas. On page 20, for instance,
a 115-word sentence takes up 14 lines to explain the book’s central
question: was Bismarck’s foreign policy informed by European val-
ues and systems? The sentence ends, fittingly, with footnote 44: a ver-
itable humdinger whose 28 lines end up spilling onto the bottom of
the next page. Prose so involved and circumscribed is not only hard
to digest; it also obscures the author’s findings which are often pre-
sented in too insipid a fashion. Concluding observations need to be
expressed with much more clarity of purpose than Haffer’s claims
that ‘experience and trust’ were part of Bismarck’s political approach
(p. 288), that a ‘continuous awareness of current moods and attention
to the flexibility of the interests (Interessenflexibilität) of all states
remained decisive for his European policy’ (p. 387), or that his actions
were ‘determined by Prussia’s vital and justified interests’ (p. 451).

This is not to say that the book lacks a thesis. The general thrust of
the argument suggests that through his life experience, education,
and political practice Bismarck had absorbed a European diplomatic
mentality which influenced his modus operandi. This argument shines
through most clearly where the author offers carefully nuanced re -
interpretations of established views. These tend to qualify some of
the sharper edges of Bismarck’s foreign political beliefs. The inter-
pretation Haffer provides of the Prussian minister president’s view
of the German Confederation in the 1850s and even during the run-
up to the Danish War suggests a more subtle attitude than has often
been assumed. The author also attests Bismarck a greater willingness
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to pursue a course of peaceful co-existence with France after 1867
than many accounts would have us believe. Haffer’s analysis of
Bismarck’s intentions ahead of the Austro-Prussian War (pp. 422–32)
is similarly generous. In the light of Winfried Baumgart’s recent
work, however, it seems problematic to present the minister presi-
dent as having pursued a policy of restraint that was not designed to
bring about a conflict with the Habsburg Empire.

Haffer concludes by stating that Bismarck’s determination to
obtain for Prussia–Germany a position that was ‘commensurate with
its co-equal status alongside the other Great Powers’ was not tanta-
mount to being ‘anti-European’ and merely required an ‘adaptation
of the European states system’ (p. 665). The author is certainly right
in saying that this did not make Bismarck a power politician who
knew no limits. It seems less clear, though, whether Bismarck would
ever let his European mentality get in the way of defining these lim-
its entirely by himself.

FRANK LORENZ MÜLLER teaches Modern History at the Uni ver -
sity of St Andrews. His publications include Britain and the German
Question: Perceptions of Nationalism and Political Reform 1830–1863
(2002) and Die Revolution von 1848/49 (3rd edn. 2009). His biography
of the German Emperor Frederick III will be published by Harvard
University Press in 2011.


